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Mike Cirian has earned a reputation for fairness as the point man for Libby’s hagh profile
Superfund project, and now he assumes the same role for the fledgling GFAC cleanup

BY CLARE MENZEL

n a cloudy Friday afternoon,
EPA Superfund Remedial
Project Manager Mike Cirian
drove around a Libby neigh-
borhood north of the Koo-
tenal River with country music playing
softly on the radio.

“We did that one,” he said, nodding to a

square blue house with a trim front yard.

He turned left, pointing out afewmore
homes with short grass and young trees,
and then drove across a bridge to River-
side Park. He pulled into a parking spot
and looked out at the green lawn.

“It’s a pretty park,” he said. “The trees
will growin.”

Ciriar’s daughter, Holly, got married
therein 2012. The trees were even shorter
then, and the grass was coming i, but it
was still pretty, It was clean:

“Before, the whole

site  was

contaminated,” Cirian said.

Just like the homes and yards he had
pointed out, the park was once laced with
asbestos. So was much of Libby, formerly
one of the world’s largest producers of the
mineral vermiculite and now the coun-
try’s most high-profile U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency Superfund cleanup.
Superfund sites, listed on the federal
National Priorities List, are designated

- for critical cleanup due to concerns about

contaminants that pose a significant risk
to human health and the environment.
This stretch of land by the river had
been the site of a W.R. Grace vermiculite
processing and exports plant, but now
it’s healthy, after crews ripped down old
buildings too contaminated fo clean and
scooped out all the toxic dirt. Now, the
community park is a symbol of progress,
a tangible mark of how far the resilient

City of Eagles has come.
Cirian backed out of the parking spot

-and drove on. As aremedial project man-
ager since 2005, he oversees planning,

safety, budget, and scheduling for the
Libby cleanup. He sits in the middle of a
complex web, mediating between com-

munity members, scientists, contractors,

elected officials, and partner government
agencies including the Bureau of Land
Management, U.S. Forest Service, and
Montana Department of Environmental
Quality..

The project manager’s most difficult
duties are the unwritten ones, like earning
the respect of individualists with a deep-

seated distrust of the federal government

and finding the middle ground in polarized
communities. The job also includesbreak-
ing down opaque scientific processes for
salt-of-the-earth communities who just

want to know that their kids will grow
up safe, and trying to find solutions when
there is a ot of fear and few answers.

“Of all the jobs we have in the regional
office at the EPA, one of the most chal-
lenging is to be a remedial project man-
ager,” said Bill Murray, the Denver-based
EPA Superfund remedial program direc-
tor. “Ittakes arare persontodoitall, and
do it well, amci Mike is one of those rare
people” '

. Cirian, a 55-year-old Nebraska-born
engineer, is a Lincoln County resident,
a father of three adult children, an avid
hunter, and a Monday wight bridge player
at the local senior center. He wears cow-
boy-style boots and a bedrd, and has an
affable, “aw, shucks” kind of laugh. And,
as the Superfund delisting of the _)Ebhy
project comes inte sight, he has also
begun to manage the nascent cleanup of
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erials, and cleanup effortsb sganeven
-,fme the rigorous scientific review of
toxicity values was complete. In Colum-

bia Falls, Jzouo‘h the scope and extent of
::wz?cammaa ion is uncertain.
Right now, k}ﬂ t even know what 1
Teeim cleanup atallin ColumbiaFalls,”
ian said. “’W know there’s some stuff
zﬂ re, but is that landfill holding? 1s it
ing what it’s supposed to? Will it do
what it’s supposed to for along, long time?
1 eV 1ge (of breaking)? Or has it
d%eady broken? ... We really need tofind
out what’s ﬁnere That’s where the rub
omes inforthe locals, (who say,) ‘“Just go
dean itup.” Twish I had that crystal ball
that would tell me what it is. But T have

aslow magnifying giaas an d vater sam-
ﬁe&aq that'll tell me that over time.”

- “@%%%’ PECK

FS, or remedial investigation/feasibil-
ity study, stage. (When speaking, Cirian
always notes both the abbreviation and
the full phrase, so that the layperson
doesn’t get bogged down in alphabet
soup,y Over at least the next year, until
December 2017, subcontractors with Roux
Associates will poke and prod the soil,
water, and rock on site from every angle
to identify the sources of contamination.
They'll characterize the types of contam-
ination present, and then map out where
it’s located. They'll charthow the ground-
water swells and drifts to understand
how contaminants might be transported
argund the site and outside its boundary.

Most of the time during the investi-
gation stage, the land lies in wait — con-
tractors take soil samples from acre-sized
grid sguares, and water samples from
surface water and 64 wells, four times a
vear. BEach sample is then independently
verified in a lab in New Jersey. Mean-
ingful analysis can’ be completed until
there are many rounds of data. Officials
anticipate the feasibility study, the docu-
ment that will finally ehicidate the situa-
tion and evaluate cleanup strategies, tobe
complete by 2021, a timeline that doesn’t
sit right with many residents.

“I have a very grave concern, and that
is, in this long, lengthy process, time
dossn’t seem to be of the essence,” one
community member who did not share

his name said at a September EPA com-
munity meeting. “I don’t feel any sense
of urgency. I'd like to see real activity to
solve this problem.”

Cirian has vowed time after time that
he wishes he could speed up the process.

“It’d be nice if we could take one sam-
ple and go, ‘Okay, now we know what the

answer is,”” Cirian later said.

But good science — especially the kind
that informs long-term, expensive deci-
sions related to the health of human com-
munities — takes time,

“{The community) want{(s) to see
results,” a Columbia Falls resident, who
did not wish to be named but hves near
the CFAC site, said at the same meeting.
“This affects our lives. ... Right now, it’s a
trust factor.”

Cirian knows about earning trust.
Libby was the ultimate proving ground.

“Some (people), they don’t trust their
government; they don’t want the gov-
ernment in their business,” Cirian said.
“There’s a group that aren’t even willing
to talk to us. We don’t even know why. ...
We're in Montana, and some people just
want to be left alone. And they have that
right to be”

He’s had his share of critics in Libby,
the most skeptical suggesting that he’s
“lying” about sample results and “cheat-
ing” the process.

“I've been .told by somebody that I

dop’t do cleanups to
bhecause the money I a
Wow,” Cirian said. “If that

ago. We're Sp@nd—
‘m not a million-.

haveretired alongtime
ing millions here, and I
aire — not even cloge.”

He prefers to make his life “like an
Opw book for people to know about,”
which has become habit, a principle. He’s
been investigated by the EPA Inspecior
General several times — Cirian says it’s
protocol to thoroughly probe every aceu-
sation — but no charges have resulted.

“1 know there’s been some Can’;m—
versy,” Lincoln County Comumis
Mark Peck said. “Some people don’
1. But others do. And that’s

hin

some peop e over, and Lhau 5 okay
m. It's not necessarily his iob to
n-a.ke evaryene happy.

“I like that people trus
Still, “the ultimate goal is to ¥ F CIouE:
that we’re protecting human 1
the environment. I knowthat "OUI!@ i
such z clicheé, but, vou know, that’s re:
what we're here for.”

After crews remove any toxic materi-
als, the EPA is bound to replace the site’s
amenities only in kind — Cirian said he
can’t approve betterments. At the Libby
site, in particular, where the cleanup
is conducted in people’s most personal
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